Practical Pushing: Creating Discursive Space in Organizational Narratives
For the past ten years a group of action researchers in the Boston area have been using a feminist poststructural lens to do organizational change work (Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Fletcher, 1999; Fletcher & Rapoport, 1996; Kolb & Merrill Sands, 1999; Merrill Sands , Fletcher & Acosta, 1999; Meyerson & Fletcher, 2000; Perlow,1999 , Rapoport, Bailyn, Kolb, Fletcher, Friedman, Eaton, Harvey & Miller, 1996 Rapoport, Bailyn, Fletcher & Pruitt, 2002) . The goal of the action research has been to make visible -and discussible--the gendered power dynamic embedded in an organization's discourse so that we can help organizational members disrupt that dynamic thereby creating discursive space in which new, more equitable possibilities might surface. Two of the co-authors of this paper, Joyce K. Fletcher and Lotte Bailyn were founding members of this group and the third, Stacy Blake Beard, has joined more recently. In this paper, we will give an overview of the approach we use, summarize some of our findings and share what we have learned about the practical application of a poststructural diagnosis/critique.
What do we mean by feminist poststructural lens?
What underlies our method is an acknowledgement of the relationship between knowledge, power and discourse (Alvesson & Deetz, 1996; Lukes, 1974) . It starts from the premise that some voices in the discourse are heard and counted as knowledge, while others are silenced, marginalized or excluded (Clegg, 1989; Foucault, 1980; Nicholson, 1990) . Our approach gives voice to (at least) one of these marginalized perspectives and brings it into the mainstream.
The goal is to disrupt the status quo and call attention to the systems of power that account for a group's marginal status. We think of ourselves as feminist poststructuralists because we adopt poststructural principles but with a specific focus on the gendered nature of knowledge production and the way it maintains and reinforces the power relationships between t he sexes (Calas & Smircich, 1992; Diamond & Quinby, 1988; Jacobsen & Jacques, 1997; Weedon, 1987) .
Thus, feminist poststructuralism adds a particular marginalized voice to organizational discourse (women's voice) and by so doing, seeks to disrupt a particular system of power (patriarchy).
While poststructuralist inquiry has many distinguishing characteristics, the most relevant to our approach are (1) its perspective on the relationship between power and knowledge, (2) its emphasis on the role of language and other forms of representation in co nstructing experience and (3) its concept of resistance.
Power-Knowledge: Unlike other action research perspectives that assume facts speak for themselves, poststructuralist perspectives cited above see the production of knowledge as an exercise of power where only some voices are heard and only some experience is counted as knowledge.
Poststructuralists challenge the notion of transcendent or universalizing truth and assert that the set of rules used to determine if something is "true" or "false" is not value free but is instead, ideologically determined. The goal of poststructuralist inquiry is to disrupt the relationship between power and knowledge by bringing "subversive stories" into the discourse (Ewick & Silby, 1995) . The power of adding a marginali zed voice to the discourse is that it forces a recognition of the arbitrary nature of what is considered true. The goal is to offer the dominant group an opportunity to question these truths, or at least to consider that they are not universal.
Language and the Social Construction of Experience: Another key feature of poststructuralist inquiry is its emphasis on the role language and other forms of representation play in mediating the relationship between power and knowledge (Fairclough, 1989 ). It's a perspective that considers social realityand its pattern of dominance -not as a given, but as something that is socially created through the process of representing experience. Thus, language not only reflects a certain reality, it also actively creates that reality and sustains the power relationships that depend on it. From a poststructuralist perspective, then, textual and material representation are never neutral but are instead powerful means of constructing an ideological world view that furthers the interest of some dominant group.
Resistance: Resistance, the third key feature of poststructuralism, refers to the process of disrupting, or resisting, the unobtrusive exercise of power that occurs in the process of representing experience (Clegg, 1989; Collinson, 1994; Flax, 1990) . The goal of the action research is to create "discursive space" where new ways of thinking can surface and dominant meanings can be resisted.
Creating discursive space means offering an alternative interpretation of reality that relaxes taken-for-granted assumptions, thereby creating a place where new things can be said and new social structures envisioned.
Putting our action research methodology in the language of this perspective it can be described as an effort to destabilize the definition of work in organizational discourse by telling a feminist subversive story. The goal is to call attention to the masculine nature of the truth rules and knowledge production process that create commonsense definitions of concepts like work, competence and skill in organizations. In our work with organizations we uncover and give voice to a feminist alternative that has been silenced or obscured. We add this voice to the discourse, thereby momentarily relaxing taken for granted assumptions about the nature of work, creating discursive space in which new, less masculine ways of thinking about work, skill and competence might be considered.
Methodology: What do we do?
The "Dual Agenda": Our stated goal is to look at an organization's work culture to identify routine, everyday work practices as well as assumptions about success and leadership that are both a barrier to women's advancement AND a barrier to work effectiveness. We use the term "dual agenda" to describe the goal of the change effort , because we want to make clear how our approach differs from others. Indeed, organizations usually contact us because they have tried more traditional approaches (e.g., work-family policies, hiring and recruiting guidelines, sensitivity training, etc.) which have not yielded the hoped for results.
Linking equity and effectiveness is a way of operationalizing one of the goals of feminist postructuralist critique (FPC): add a marginalized voice to organizational discourse to create discursive space in which new ways of doing things might surface. Focusing on work practices that have effectiveness as well as equity implications not only engages a broader constituency, it relaxes the adversarial positioning of marginalized vs. dominant perspectives. The steps in our process are similar to those of any change effort : formation of an internal advisory group, data collection, data analysis, feedback and action planning.
Development of Internal Advisory Group
Once an organization contracts with us to work with them, the first step is to create an internal advisory group. This group, which is typically small in size, becomes our internal partner in the intervention process. We work collaboratively with them to determine the direction of the work-including interview questions and suggestions for participants in the data collection phase.
From a logistical perspective, we need a group that is large enough to represent multiple perspectives in the organization, yet small enough to work together with a measure of flexibility and closeness. Finally, the internal advisory group provides a sounding board to interpret the information that we gather in the data collection phase. This group has the potential to become the agents of ongoing organizational change as well as carriers of an alternative narrative about barriers to women's advancement.
Data Collection
The second step in our process is data collection. In this phase, we interview a range of employees to understand the discourse of success, leadership and work used in this particular organization. We interview across level and where appropriate, across functions. The purpose is not only to collect data about the work culture and the narrative used to describe it, but also to begin the change process itself. Often, interviewees are surprised to hear the nature of our questions. Their understanding of why we have been brought in is often limited and because "gender equity" is in the title, they expect to be asked only about bias and barriers. Instead, we ask questions in three broad areas: work culture (e.g. about how work gets done, what it takes to be -and to be seen as -successful, about what types of behavior get rewarded, etc.), women's advancement (e.g. personal explanation for why women are not advancing as fast as expected, advice you would give women, advice you would give organization, etc.) and third, the strategic challenges facing the organization or unit. Reflecting on these three areas in one interview begins to connect the three organizational narratives about these issues and is a critical part of the change initiative. More specifically, it is a way of advancing another of the goals of FPC: surface the role of language in mediating the relationship between power and knowledge and momentarily disrupt it.
Analysis
The third step is data analysis. We are looking for themes and patterns in the data about work culture that will allow us to name two or three underlying assumptions about success in that organization that have an impact both on work effectiveness and on women's advancement. It is in this step of the process that our feminist poststructuralist lens is most apparent. The heroic myths, the language used, the way women are positioned in the stories people tell, help us identify the particular assumptions about work that are likely to have the greatest impact. Our data analysis begins with each of us reflecting (individually and before meeting) on the question "people at X work as if (blank) is true". The goal is to build a narrative about what constitutes truth about success and effectiveness in this organization. When we meet we share our reflections and begin to think about what we call the "unintended consequences" of these assumptions on women's advancement (equity) and on the business (effectvness). We choose (at least) three assumptions that have the clearest power-knowledge connection and brainstorm phrases that use organizationspecific language to describe them.
Feedback as Intervention
After a preliminary analysis, we begin the feedback process. The presentation of the findings is an important step in the intervention process because it is the place in which a new narrative -and new language to represent the experience of a subset of the organization's members -can begin to emerge.
We first present our findings in rough, draft form to the internal advisory group, using quotes from interviews to illustrate . The goal is an extensive, interactive session where it is clear we are seeking their feedback and are interested in their experience of the aspects of the culture we have observed. Often the session feels less like feedback and more like a deeper discussion of the phenomena.
Indeed, the reaction of this group generates important new data about the culture.
Key to our methodology is our way of presenting these findings to organizational members so that they hear the poststructural critique as actionable and practical rather than theoretical and abstract. For each cultural assumption we offer five observations. First we name and describe the assumption using language, examples and quotes from the interviews. Second we name the intended effect of the assumption, i.e. why it is there and the useful function it serves currently and/or in the past. Third, we name the unintended consequences for women, i.e. why this cultural assumption might make it more difficult for women to advance. Fourth, we name the potential unintended consequence of this assumption on the work itself. And finally, we offer a sample of suggestions for ways to interrupt the norm and relax its grip on work practices.
Identifying leverage points for change is a way of articulating concrete, specific acts of resistance to the dominant discourse. We are clear in this section of the findings that a discussion on leverage points for change is one in which they will have much more input during the discussion and that our observations are meant only as examples.
After a general discussion of the feedback we engage participants in what we think of as a process to identify opportunities to interrupt and resist power dynamics embedded in the status quo. To operationalized it in a work setting, however, we entitle the exercise "identifying leverage points for change" and break people into small groups to discuss and brainstorm ideas. We find that organizing the groups by function, discipline or if possible, in actual working teams is useful. We ask them to choose the cultural assumption they believe has the most serious consequences for their particular area and then discuss two questions: What are the dysfunctional work practices related to this assumption?
If we wanted to relax its hold, what could we do? (items must be specific, concrete, and actionable)
Below is an sample of one cultural assumption and its five observations drawn from an organizational diagnosis of a high tech firm.
Example of Cultural Diagnosis as Resistance

Organizational Context: High Tech Firm
Our organizational example is drawn from a high tech firm that prides itself on its cutting edge research and rigorously trained scientists and technicians. Although the firm had a reputation as a good place for women to work (high salaries, autonomy and flexible work) senior management was aware that they had difficulty moving women into the highest scientific ranks. They did not regard this as a serious problem because they accepted the conventional wisdom that the reason was not systemic but had to do with the individual choices women made.
But when approached by members of a Women's Network within the firm requesting a cultural analysis to determine if there were systemic reasons in addition to individual ones, they agreed to fund our consultation.
The four "dual agenda" cultural assumptions we identified were
• Leadership will seek you
• We know smart when we see it Unintended Consequences for Women: First, being noticed and assessed as a high potential contributor is a subjective process highly dependent on what excellence and hard work "look like". For those whose social identity do not fit the mold, it is less likely leadership will seek them. In this case, because women do not fit the traditional image of a senior scientist, they are less likely to be recognized and tapped for leadership opportunities and development. Second, having one's competence recognized means being in the right place at the right time. In this organization that means being invited to informal brainstorming meetings on new technology.
Conveners of these groups note that they do not intentionally exclude women but find that women's names simply do not come to mind. Thus, if women want to be included they need to "make the ask." But the belief that accomplishment speaks for itself puts women in a double bind. If they ask, they are calling attention to themselves in a way that is inappropriate to the culture. If they do not ask, they "do not come to mind". The general discussion on small wins yielded two concrete suggestions.
The first was that they make the phenomena about how people are selected for brainstorming groups an object of discussion at a senior scientist meeting. Part of this discussion would include a suggestion that someone in the group pulling together a brainstorming meeting take up what they called a "conscience-role". The task would be to help the group reflect on the list of invitees and raise the possibility that they have selected a group who looks just like them. The conscience person would say something like , "As the informal "conscience person" I want to ask:
Are there skill sets missing? Are there people who "don't come to mind" but who would if we thought about it a little more?" Although done halfjokingly it was thought that this type of intervention would be enough to begin to change the norm and get people to be more reflective about their choices.
The second suggestion was to establish what they called a "fourth frame" mentoring program. Fourth frame refers to a framework for thinking about ways of addressing gender equity 1 . Fourth frame approaches deal with systemic, cultural issues rather than focusing on women and their individual characteristics or deficiencies. A fourth frame mentoring program puts in place institutional supports to help mentors push back on system factors that might inhibit protégé career advancement.
The brainstorming exercise operationalizes the notion of resistance by engaging people in discussion of concrete actions that could interrupt the status quo.
Many ideas surface in these discussions. Although only one or two gain support and proceed to an action planning stage, we have found that individuals often incorporate many of the original ideas in their work patterns (Kolb & Merrill Sands, 1999 ).
What we have learned about this method
One of the common critiques of poststructural inquiry into organizational systems is that it is not actionable. We have experience that suggests otherwise. And while the organizations we have worked with might not recognize the language of power and resistance we use to describe our approach to an audience at a conference like this, their members would, we believe, attest to the way in which a diagnosis such as we describe here has opened up new avenues for change in work practices and routines that have long gone unquestioned. There are limits and contradictions in the approach, however, and we are eager to discuss these with an audience who can help us engage these issues and give us practical help that will not diminish the power of the poststructural lens.
What we've learned
Challenges
The thing is not the thing Sustainability
Importance of "seed carriers" Complex, rich analysis/simple leverage points for change
Changing the narrative Changes get disconnected from diagnosis Power of the systemic: You are not alone Effectiveness and equity are de-coupled
